articles in journals and newspapers concerning these various "crises" are more difficult to calculate, they seem to follow a similar pattern. 2 In sum, the description in historical narratives of the Weimar Republic as a time of crisis appears intuitively plausible for three reasons. First, this era was the final critical stage before the dramatic course of German history entered into the "German catastrophe" around which most historians structure the grand narratives. Moreover, the development of economy, society, and politics showed signs we would today describe as crises. In economics, the Great Depression still serves as a paradigm case for crisis, as became obvious when commentators immediately compared the financial and economic collapse of 2008-09 to the economic downfall of 1929 and the early 1930s. Finally, the notion of "crisis" seems to have been all-pervasive in Weimar political and cultural discourses. Thus crisis suggests itself as a central term of interpretation. Probably the most elaborated and influential depiction of Weimar Germany as a period of crisis is Detlev Peukert's history of "the crisis of classical modernity." In the years between World War I and National Socialism, Peukert argues, modernity fully realized itself in social policy, technology, the natural and life sciences, art, and architecture while simultaneously encountering its first severe crisis. 3 Newer studies inspired by Peukert's multifaceted work reject the hegemonic perspective of crisis and doom, describing the Weimar Republic rather as an open space of multiple developmental opportunities. 4 Following this perspective, I will challenge and modify the still widely accepted notion of Weimar as a period of crisis. Reconstructing the ways in which the concept of "crisis" was actually used by the contemporaries, I will show that its simple transfer into historiography has been misguided: Weimar's crisis should neither be understood in a pessimistic sense as a prelude to National Socialism nor should "crisis" be used as a passepartout notion to explain other developments. This conclusion holds not only for the history of Weimar Germany. Rather than explaining historical processes and events by simply pointing at a crisis, convincing historical explanation must scrutinize the ways in which crises were diagnosed and used by various historical actors. 5 Otherwise we only reproduce contemporary assessments in uncritical ways and cannot properly assess the historical workings of crises. In order to establish these claims, I will first recapitulate the use of the notion of "crisis" in the historiography of the Weimar Republic and show how historians tend simply to transfer notions that were situated in past political conflicts into their analyses. After a brief etymological reflection on the notion of "crisis," I will then analyze how Germans actually used diagnoses of crisis between 1918 and 1933. Finally, I will develop the consequences of this usage for the historiographical treatment of crisis in Weimar Germany and beyond.
The "Crisis" in Weimar Historiography
In the historiography on Weimar Germany the term "crisis" figures either as an explanandum or as an explanans-as something that has to be explained or as something that has explanatory value. 6 On the one hand, many studies try to explain the occurrence of crises in fields such as the economy or the political system and, on the other, historians use these crises to explain other events and developments. Especially in the realm of economics, there have been many thorough studies scrutinizing the inflation, the often forgotten crisis of 1925-26, and the Great Depression. 7 Using well-defined economic indicators, such as foreign trade, levels of production, exchange rates, and levels of unemployment, they try to determine the extent to which the German or even the world economy was in crisis. Historiographical debates focus on the causes of the various economic crises, their social consequences, and the evaluation of the political strategies that were used to cope with the turbulences and downfalls, as well as the alternatives that might or might not have been available. 8 In a similar vein, studies in the history of politics describe the political system of Weimar Germany as falling into a state of crisis at the beginning of the 1930s. Focusing on the period of the presidential cabinets from 1930 onward, governmental and party politics, and election results, these works try to reconstruct the series of events that seemed to narrow political options to the alternative between the declaration of a state of emergency (Staatsnotstand) and a cabinet under the guidance of Adolf Hitler. 9 While in economic history there are clear and well-established criteria according to which crises can be defined and the term is employed, in the field of politics, however, the notion is often used more vaguely for any negative development. Even less clear is its use in the fields of social, cultural, or intellectual history. While it is rarely defined what a social, cultural, or intellectual crisis actually is, there are numerous studies that try to establish crises of certain social formations, such as the Bürgertum, the academic professions, and various milieus, or crises of the cultural situation and intellectual production as a whole. 10 All of these studies that try to analyze "crises" in and of Weimar Germany share a negative and pessimistic understanding of the term. As it is customary today, they use "crisis" to signify processes of downward development, deterioration, and decay-if not doom. Times of "crisis" are depicted as turbulent periods that destabilize, perhaps even destroy, established structures and orders. Over the course of the twentieth century the original meaning of "crisis" as a "time of decision"-to which I will return later-seems to have largely been lost. 11 Even authors who try to retain the open notion of the term, distinguishing it 8 Knut Borchardt, "Zwangslagen und Handlungsspielräume in der großen Weltwirtschaftskrise der frühen dreißiger Jahre," 
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from a purely negative meaning, equate Weimar's crisis with the latter sense of the term. "On the one hand, the crisis may appear to be terminal, proof that a certain way of life-say that of the Weimar Republic-is fatally diseased. On the other, crisis may be perceived as a temporary fever, possibly induced by a foreign virus, something to be dealt with, whereupon health and 'normality'-represented, say, by Swedish democracy-will be recovered." 12 Correspondingly, the historiography of Weimar Germany mainly construes its crises in the light of the following National Socialist rule as more or less important factors that destroyed the foundations of the republic and fostered the ascent of National Socialism. In many of these accounts, the crises in certain fields such as the economy do not appear as phenomena that need to be established. Rather, their occurrence is assumed and then used to explain developments and events in other fields, such as politics and culture. Even though no serious historian today reduces the causes of National Socialism to the Great Depression, many still consider the economic crisis an important causal factor for the rise of the NSDAP. 13 Sometimes, as in Detlev Peukert's analysis, the various crises are lumped together, forming a "total crisis" of the years from 1930 to 1933. In HansUlrich Wehler's Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte, this tightly knit web of crises (Krisenknäuel) figures as the principal cause for the destruction of the Weimar Republic. 14 Once the crisis has become an all-encompassing phenomenon, a "crisis of the whole system of Weimar," as the National Socialist ideologue Alfred Rosenberg put it, it is used as an explanans, a causal factor that explains the history and the collapse of the republic as a whole. A crisis of these dimensions seems to be suitable not only to explain long-term structural changes, such as the transformation of German nationalism and the erosion of traditional milieus and party alliances. 15 Almost every minor process and event seems to be understandable as a product of Weimar's crisis: as far as I can see, historians have referred to the crisis to explain specific phenomena such as the erosion of social formations and the transformation of gender roles, the results of parliamentary elections and the radicalization of German politics, the emergence of various sciences such as sociology and eugenics, specific intellectual outlooks and utterances of certain intellectuals, and even individual cultural products in literature and the performing arts. 16 In large parts of the historiography on Weimar Germany, "crisis" has become a catch-all concept that is used as an easy explanation when there is no space or interest for a more thorough analysis.
In this respect, it is astonishing to see how scholars smoothly transferred contemporary interpretations that arose from certain political conflicts into historical scholarship as factual descriptions of the past. In his famous analysis of the writings of antidemocratic intellectuals, for example, Kurt Sontheimer interpreted the renaissance of the idea of an "empire" as an expression of the widespread consciousness of crisis. In this argument, which he put forward in the early 1960s, Sontheimer explicitly reaffirmed Waldemar Gurian's position. As early as 1932, the Catholic intellectual Gurian had argued that the idea of an empire ("Reichsidee") endowed the "consciousness of crisis that dominated the German presence" with a positive sense. 17 In the same year one of the leading journalists of the liberal Berliner Tageblatt, Rudolf Olden, edited a book on popular religion and belief in miracles entitled Propheten in deutscher Krise (Prophets in German Crisis). 18 Perceiving a dominance of the miraculous-he maintained there were 3,000 wizards practicing in Berlin alone-and a general shift from the "rational to the irrational" in contemporary German politics, Olden saw crisis as the main source for these developments: "In crisis, rationality is pushed aside; its weapons that used to be sharp are suddenly blunt." 19 Fifty years later, Ulrich Linse developed the same argument in his analysis of the occurrence of the socalled "bare-footed prophets" who became popular in Germany in the 1920s. For the first chapter, Linse even used almost the same title as Olden: Propheten in der Krise (Prophets in the Crisis). In the introduction to Gesellschaftskrise und Narrenparadies, Hagen Schulze agreed with Linse's and Olden's explanation of the "Inflationsheiligen" as a product of the economic conditions in the early 1920s and the Great Depression. 20 Accusing political opponents of irrationality and reducing their views to the economic conditions of their production was very common among liberals and "republicans of reason" (Vernunftrepublikaner) during the 1920s. As Thomas Mann maintained in his famous "German Address" (Deutsche Ansprache. Ein Appell an die Vernunft) in Berlin in 1930, the wave of the economic crisis had stirred up "political passions." 21 At the beginning of 1931 Theodor Wolff, the editor of the Berliner Tageblatt, argued that the psychosis caused by the crisis was almost more devastating than the psychosis that had been caused by the war. In his view, it led people in their "holy simplicity" and longing for religious sentiments to believe in the National Socialist "doctrine of salvation" and to engage in its dubious pseudo-religious practices. 22 In general, moderate intellectuals argued against their opponents on the radical right and left for political reason as opposed to irrational sentiments. But even in the left-wing Weltbühne, for example, Carl von Ossietzky attacked his political adversaries, the revolutionaries from the right who published in the journal Die Tat, suggesting that they had developed "apocalyptic sentiments" as soon as the crisis started. 23 Similar arguments have often been reproduced in historiography, not least because they were predominantly used by republican intellectuals against their extremist counterparts. From this perspective, crises destroyed formerly secure expectations of the future, thereby creating insecurity and pessimistic sentiments among the people. Intellectuals allegedly overcompensated for this loss of security, producing apocalyptic fears or utopias and visions of stable orders, and thereby futurizing political, social, and economic discourses. 24 This argument can be used for long-term processes and general characteristics of modernity as well as for short-term historical constellations. For example, Thomas Nipperdey determined crises as the main causes for the development of utopian schemes and ideas that characterized modern times. 25 Focusing on the brief period from 1914 to 1924 and the city of Munich, Martin Geyer argued that the flourishing "social, political, and cultural experiments [. . .], utopias and doctrines of salvation" were "answers to the crisis of the present." 26 In the widely accepted explanations of intellectual transformations by reference to crisis, it often remains unclear how exactly the crisis became causally relevant. Moreover, historians tend to neglect the historical roots of the argumentative scheme they use. Its origin and widespread acceptance in past political discourses, however, might cast doubt on its validity and explanatory value. Apart from this polemical usage, there are many other examples in which contemporary understandings of crises and their causal workings have been adopted into historical scholarship: many historians of the social sciences still share Hans Freyer's definition of sociology as a science of crisis (Krisenwissenschaft), that is, an intellectual reaction to the crisis of society trying to overcome it. 27 Similarly, Ernst Troeltsch's diagnosis of a "crisis of historicism" that transformed conceptions of time as well as historical consciousness after World War I still has high currency among cultural historians. 28 All of these historical assessments, however, understand "crisis" as an explanatory concept that signifies an external force with causal powers that exert a negative influence on an otherwise stable situation or even a positive development.
Defining "Crises"
The etymology of the term "crisis" seems to contradict its common usage in historiography. "Crisis" and the German "Krise" stem from the Greek κρíσις or "krisis," which signified neither a negative development nor a precursor of secured doom, but rather the moment of decision in which the future remained open and two alternative developments were possible. Denoting the moment in which a decision was about to occur, the Greek "krisis" still combined the later separate notions of an objective crisis and subjective critique, as Reinhart Koselleck has shown in his classic history of the concept. 29 This etymology already indicates that the notion of "crisis" is more closely connected to human perception than other historiographical terms. Relating current developments to future options, observers constitute crises when they try to integrate complex processes into a narrative structure. No matter how bad, disorderly, and turbulent events and processes at a certain time are, they become a crisis only by relating them to a past development and projecting two different paths into the future, thereby defining the present as the critical moment of decision. Understood in this way, the constitution of crisis presupposes an observer, whether a contemporary with his or her particular interests or a historian trying to depict a turning point in his or her narrative.
A central element of the narrative of crisis is its existential dimension, which becomes obvious in its classical use as a technical term in medicine or the military. According to Hippocrates, in medicine "crisis" signifies the short time during which the existential question of the patient's life or death is decided, usually occurring on certain days of the disease. In the military, crisis refers to the brief period of a battle during which the combatants seek a decision through the exertion of all forces. Hence the concept of "crisis" combines diagnostic and prognostic elements. Defining the present as a time of decision, the crisis has three implications for the future. First, there will be a time of further insecurity in which two existentially different possibilities are equally possible. Second, after the decision, ending this insecurity, either a good or a bad future will be realized. Third, "crisis" has an active element, defining the present as a time to act in order to prevent the undesirable and realize the desirable option. 30 Therefore diagnoses of crises are never simple descriptions of a past reality. Their intrinsic connections to possible future developments relate crises to observers and their expectations of the future or to historians and their narrative strategies. This constitution of crisis in the eye of a beholder has important implications for the treatment of crises in historiography. Rather than depicting crises as causal factors that influenced political, cultural, or intellectual developments, we have to ask who defined the crisis, what exactly was perceived as constituting the critical decision, and which strategies of action were implied. Not only were actual historical constellations decisive for the occurrence of crises, but also people's expectations and political interests. Only after a careful examination of the intellectual outlooks and practices that constitute the "crisis" can its historical consequences be assessed. Moreover, historians need to reflect on their own narrative and dramatic strategies as well as their assumptions about the course of history in general when referring to a crisis as either an explanans or an explanandum.
These etymological considerations would be futile if they had no connection to the use of the term "crisis" in Weimar Germany. But, contrary to the dominant usage today, in Weimar Germany its original etymology seems to have been well known. As a Germanized "Krisis," the Greek term was still widely used: almost half of the books and articles on crisis mentioned above bore "Krisis" instead of "Krise" in the title. The great German encyclopedias of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century even lacked an entry under the heading "Krise" but contained short articles on "Krisis." Those entries mostly treated the medical use of the term and only referred to "trade-crisis" ("Handelskrise") as a transferred usage that received an entry of its own. Both Brockhaus's and Meyer's encyclopedias defined "Handelskrisen" as "shocks and disturbances" ("Erschütterungen" and "Störungen") of the production and exchange of goods, usually interrupting a fast economic boom that might have had various causes. While trade crises and their negative consequences had to be avoided, medical crises even had a positive and productive meaning. Meyer's Encyclopedia defined "Krisis (Greek, 'Krise,' 'judgment,' 'decision') [as] the outcome of a disease in convalescence if it occurs fast and completely, while the slow removal of a disease is called Lysis. But the concept of crisis also implies that the outcome in convalescence is accompanied by increased workings of the secreting organs." 31 While the old Hippocratic idea that each disease had critical days that decided its outcome was rejected, crises were conceived of as often turbulent processes in which a disease was overcome and the patient's health was restored.
In the second half of the twentieth century the definition of the medical "Krisis" opened up again, signifying either the high point of a disease, its critical phase, or its outcome toward convalescence, especially integrating psychological crises. 32 The economic and common-language "Krise" in turn acquired a broader semantic extension and definitional depth. As early as 1927, Meyers Lexikon devoted separate articles on the medical "Krisis," the economic "Krise," "Krisenfürsorge," and "Krisenversicherung." 33 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries research on economic crises as breakdowns of economic growth processes flourished widely not only among Marxists. Economists tried to integrate crises into the comprehensive study of business cycles ("Konjunkturtheorie"), assuming that the sudden breakdowns of economic booms and the destruction of economic production and trade were understandable only in correlation to the movement of the economic trend as a whole and were explicable only in that connection. 34 Thus in the field of economics, on a lexical level, "crisis" was clearly defined in Weimar Germany as the temporary interruption of an otherwise upward development. In medicine, "crisis" even 
signified the temporarily stressful, but ultimately positive development toward the recovery of health. Lexical definitions as well as etymological considerations, however, do not determine the actual meaning of concepts that can always be used in multiple ways assuming various meanings. Hence the meaning of "crisis" and the significance of its frequent use in the ubiquitous discourses of crises can only be determined by looking at how contemporaries actually used the term.
Contemporary Constructions of Crises in Weimar Germany
Even a short glance at diagnoses of crises from various political and intellectual backgrounds suggests an open if not optimistic understanding of the term. 35 For example, in the turbulent early years of the republic during the inflation, the philosopher Arthur Liebert declared that a time without crises would be a dead time, and at the high point of the Great Depression, the architect Erich Mendelsohn emphasized the creative sense of the term crisis. 36 At the same time, when the German economy was moving downward with accelerating speed, crises were defined in the Weltbühne as the origins of creativity (the "Urschöpferische"). While these authors emphasized the creative potential of the crisis, Erwin Ritter, writing in the journal Die Tat, doubted its existence. Pointing out the intellectual constructions involved in definitions of crises, he suggested, "The present crisis is not a natural process. Every flood, epidemic, or forest fire is more real than what fills the newspapers today." 37 The constructivist element in the political crisis was also clear to liberal observers: they saw the breakdown of the Great Coalition in 1930 not as an impersonal or deterministic process, but as the product of the activities of politicians from the German People's Party (DVP) who created crises ("Krisenmacher") and strategically pursued a politics of catastrophe ("Katastrophenpolitik"). 38 Actually, it is difficult to find any prominent author, politician, intellectual, or journalist in Weimar Germany who publicly used the notion of crisis in a pessimistic or even fatalistic sense. All of the contemporary authors, at least, left it undecided in which way the crisis would be resolved, if the old or the new- and in their view good-powers held an advantage and would succeed. 39 Most of them considered the "horrible, low state of the present" not as the end, but believed that the current "Krisis" was a state of "extremely severe, confused fermentation," heading toward a near, light, and better future. 40 Even authors who painted the crisis in the darkest colors, as, for example, the former elites of the Kaiserreich now leaning toward the German National People's Party (DNVP) or the monarchists, always left open the possibility of a positive solution, constructing the present as a time of decision in which all feelings from hope and doubt to anxiety were reasonable. 41 Thus, the crisis never appeared to be the precursor of certain doom, but its diagnosis was rather a call to action. Characteristically, the clinical metaphors that those authors who were critical of Germany's political and economic situation used frequently to describe their present corresponded to the lexical definition of a medical "Krisis"; the diseases were never fatal, but were always illnesses that could be overcome if certain cures were taken or that were only fevers announcing the future recovery. 42 To substantiate this first impression one must not only look at diagnoses of crises alone, but also take into consideration the broader discourses about the future in Weimar Germany in general. Because of its prognostic implications, "crisis" was one way among others to talk about the future, and its popularity can only be explained with respect to the principal structures of Weimar's horizon of expectation. Newspapers and political and cultural journals publicly expressed visions of the future as did freestanding publications ranging from short political pamphlets to utopian novels to scientific prognoses. Analyzing a representative sample of these publications from all parts of the political spectrum, focusing not so much on the contents of the visions, but rather on the attitudes expressed in certain ways of talking about the future, one can determine a couple of general tendencies. These appropriations of the future cut through the classical division lines of the political spectrum, laying the common grounds on which the vigorous political and cultural conflicts of the Weimar Republic could occur. 43 39 Since elements of the discourses about the future in Weimar Germany converged in the notion of "crisis," the term neatly captured basic tendencies of the horizon of expectation and gained widespread acceptance and popularity. Despite early republican efforts to conceptualize the Weimar Republic itself as the fulfillment of former visions and utopias, the "new time" remained a concept of expectation throughout its existence. Since many contemporary intellectuals and politicians expected the coming of a "new man" and a "new time," they conceptualized their present as a "Zeitenwende," a fundamental turn of times or an epochal change between different worlds. As the present was seen as a period of turbulence, visions of break and renewal became far more popular compared to expectations of continuous development-a process that further accelerated during the years of the Great Depression. 44 Opinions differed between moderate and radical authors about how long upheavals of the "Zeitenwende" might last, but because of its unpleasant consequences, short-term visions looked more attractive than long-term expectations. Particularly attractive, however, were rhetorical figures that located the future as already existing in the present, whether in various life forms, faraway countries, or political or social groups. 45 In this way, visions of the future could be depicted not only as desirable but also as realizable, because the future had already begun and was about to be fully realized. Its realization, however, depended on people's activity: in general, passivity and even fatalism were not options for Weimar intellectuals, but authors of all political backgrounds shared an activist tendency, believing in the opportunity of creative activity to change the path of future development. This optimistic belief in the malleability of fundamental political, social, and economic conditions received greater urgency considering the present as a "Zeitenwende" in which decisions for future generations had to be made. 46 At first glance, this activist and optimistic depiction of discourses about the future in Weimar Germany seems to contradict the widespread characterization of Weimar as an era of pessimism or at least of contemporaries as being drawn between pessimism and fatalism on the one hand, and delusions of feasibility on the other. 47 Indeed pessimistic scenarios were widespread within the political and intellectual debates. Yet they never became dominant or all-pervasive, but were always circumscribed. Either pessimistic scenarios concerned only certain subsystems, such as capitalism, liberalism, and democracy (which were rejected), or they were viewed as temporary downward developments, which sooner or later would end and usher in an ascent. Particularly attractive was the use of pessimistic scenarios as one element within the rhetorical construction of a mutually 44 Ibid., 135-204. 45 exclusive alternative for Germany's future development. The connection of existential alternatives with an exclusive "either-or," which is also an essential element within the construction of crises, was immensely popular in Weimar Germany. Pamphleteers in particular used the formula for catchy titles that were also slogans, in which few words simultaneously expressed a mortal threat, a necessary decision, and the possibility of betterment. 48 While intellectual historians of Weimar Germany have noted the popularity of decisionism in philosophy and jurisprudence, and especially among right-wing intellectuals such as Carl Schmitt, Ernst Jünger, and Martin Heidegger, its broader dissemination has only rarely been under scrutiny. 49 Following Hannah Arendt, the reduction of a complex reality to the manichaean distinction between a good or a bad future has often been seen as a characteristic element of totalitarian thinking. 50 And indeed, apart from all differences of their political ideologies and practices, communists and National Socialists used similar rhetorical strategies and were almost obsessed with the construction of mutually exclusive alternatives. In the tradition of Friedrich Engels's slogan "socialism or barbarism," early German communists made frequent use of radical dichotomies. At the end of World War I Rosa Luxemburg described the political situation as follows: "We are standing, as Friedrich Engels predicted . . . forty years ago, before a choice: either triumph of imperialism and destruction of all culture, as in ancient Rome, depopulization, desolation, degeneration, a great graveyard. Or victory of socialism." 51 The programs and political slogans of the Spartacists used similar formulations, and the Communists reiterated them throughout Weimar Germany. For example, in 1931 Hermann Remmele declared in a speech before the Communist Party's Central Committee, "You have the choice, to die through bankrupt capitalism, or to fight and live through the victory of socialism, through Soviet-Germany." 52 Structurally quite similar, the National Socialists always depicted an alternative between Germany's ascendancy to world power, on the one hand, and its "racial decline" and subsequent total annihilation on the other. If the current situation were to continue or the communists assumed power, Adolf Hitler predicted at the end of 1932, this would lead to "an endless time of barbarianism, a decay of mankind with unbelievable misery, and centuries of regress." 53 In the middle of the 1920s, the National Socialists already saw the German people in an existential fight confronted "with the unavoidable decision, produced by the cruel coercion of history, to perish or to fight for its life." 54 If the people chose the latter option and followed the National Socialist lead, the promise was a light future of a renewed national community in a powerful "Reich." 55 The rhetorical figure of the exclusive dichotomy was so popular that it even turned into a substantialized "either-or" that seemed to be able to confront people and have historical power of its own. In the description of his alleged "decision" to become a "politician," Adolf Hitler claimed in Mein Kampf that there was "no making deals with the Jew, but only the hard either-or." 56 In 1927 Alfred Rosenberg saw Germany and all European states standing before an "either-or." 57 This substantialized "either-or" also appeared in the writings of so-called "conservative revolutionaries," who, like Ernst Niekisch, announced an end to all "as-well-as-systems," cultivating a pathos of decisionism. 58 But also on the political left, prominent figures, such as Rosa Luxemburg, constructed a "dilemma of world history, an either-or, the scales of which were trembling before the decision to be made by the class-conscious proletariat." 59 Even more independently minded leftist intellectuals such as Kurt Hiller declared in the 1920s that at present there was only a "yes or no, an either-or" and saw the "either-or lying at all ends and corners of society, ready to jump." 60 Using these constructions of radical dichotomies over and over again, radical authors on the right and left narrowed down the complex political world to two exclusive alternatives that were existentially different. Thereby, they defined the present as the time of decision trying to motivate people to become active. The greater the difference between the desirable and the undesirable option, the deeper was the crisis and the greater the sense of urgency (i.e., the necessity to act). Radical politicians and intellectuals who wanted to realize a utopian scheme, therefore, needed to paint the present in the darkest colors to justify the most radical actions toward the implementation of their plans. To deepen the sense of the crisis, they extended its spatial and temporal scope, emphasizing its worldwide dimension and its historical significance by likening it to such transformations as the Renaissance or even by purporting its singularity. At the beginning of 1932, for example, Adolf Hitler declared that the "world approaches a decision that often occurs only once in a millennium." 61 And for the Spartacists, on the other side, the "realization of the socialist order of society" was "the grandest task that ever fell on any class and any revolution in world history." 62 Even though in Weimar Germany political extremists from the left and right used radical dichotomies most often and obsessively, a broader analysis of the political and intellectual utterances casts doubts on the connection of the "either-or" with totalitarian modes of thinking. Horror-scenarios of future developments and their juxtapositions to optimistic visions were far more widespread and used by politicians of all parties and intellectuals of various convictions. 63 In 1929 the Federation of German Industry, for example, saw the German economy at an essential crossroads and issued a memorandum under the title "Ascent or Decline." 64 supersede the logic of this radical dichotomy when he entitled his depiction of an economic third way between fascism and communism "Neither this-nor that." His description of the present was full of dichotomies that constructed the present as a time of an existential decision: "World history: the fight between freedom and lack of freedom [Unfreiheit]. First victory: liberation of the human; second, definitive victory: liberation of the earth. But there is no victory without a fight. Consider: it is five minutes to twelve, the manometer points at ninety-nine, soon the boiler will break. Our life is at stake. More is at stake, our fatherland is at stake. More is at stake: our children's land is at stake." 65 Even apart from the National Socialists and the communists, it appears as if less extremist intellectuals had almost been in a competition to determine who could depict the crisis in the most general and fundamental terms. The philosopher Arthur Liebert tried to find "the crisis" of his time that lay beyond all particular crises and served as their common spiritual and metaphysical source. 66 One would expect a young, conservative revolutionary such as Edgar Julius Jung, who wanted to overcome the republic, to construct a connection between the "religious, cultural, judicial, and state crisis," but even the liberal feminist Gertrud Bäumer saw close correlations among the occupational, sexual, and spiritual crises of the present. 67 In 1920 Hans von Hentig, who later became associate professor of law at the University of Kiel, even wanted to determine the relationship among "cosmic, biological, and social crises." 68 In these writings the crisis appeared more and more as an all-encompassing phenomenon, as a total crisis affecting all parts of the political, social, and economic life, not only in Germany, but also in the Occident and the whole world. 69 To emphasize its importance, different phenomena were integrated into one total crisis that was then globalized as affecting the whole world and singularized as appearing only once in centuries or ages. The founder of the "Paneuropa" movement, Richard N. Coudenhove-Kalergi, offers an example of this globalization and singularization of the crisis. For him the ethical and political "double crisis" in which he was living was "the most severe crisis since primeval times. Only the simultaneous collapse of the ancient worldview because of Christianity and of the antique empire because of the migration period [Völkerwanderung] can be compared to the crisis of the present. Yet, whereas that big turbulence was confined to Europe, today the whole world finds itself in a moral-political revolution of incalculable dimensions." 70 None of these constructions of negative scenarios within a mutually exclusive dichotomy and none of these diagnoses of crises quoted above can be read as a pessimistic expectation of doom. They were formulated by intellectuals who not only left open whether and how the crises could be resolved, but were confident that they could and would be overcome, realizing a better future. Often they even saw the crises as necessary steps within the historical development before any betterment was possible. Moreover the construction of a pessimistic scenario served the additional purpose of motivating people to prevent it from happening and, thereby, making the positive outcome more likely. Therefore constructions of crises and "either-ors" were most popular among intellectuals and politicians on both extremes of the political spectrum who were highly optimistic and confident that they would be able to realize their utopian visions in the near future.
As it is well known, the Marxist theory of history assumed the necessary role of crises as accelerating steps that separated different stages of historical development from each other. After the bourgeois revolution, a final crisis of capitalism had to occur before the communist revolution would start and a classless society could be realized. Accordingly, all signs of crisis were welcomed in the party newspaper Die Rote Fahne as signs of the coming revolution. They indicated that the expected new time approached, because crises and the failure of "bourgeois" parties to provide solutions would instill the "feeling in the masses that they themselves had to find a way out of the crisis of the collapsing capitalist world." 71 After the failed revolutionary attempts in the aftermath of World War I, communists saw a new revolutionary situation arising with the onset of the Great Depression. Because of the disappointed expectations that lay only ten years behind them, however, they emphasized that the coming of the revolution was not a natural process, but depended on the activity of the proletariat. "Lenin has taught us that capitalism knows no hopeless situations. But whether world capitalism will again be able to rescue itself temporarily out of the embrace of the crisis ultimately depends on the revolutionary power and organized fight of the proletarian masses. Benjamin planned the founding of a new journal in 1930 and 1931, after the National Socialist electoral victories and during the Great Depression, they wanted to call it "Crisis and Critique" (Krise und Kritik). Correspondingly, its aim was to "define the crisis or to bring it about by means of critique," and for the first issue of the journal-which sadly never appeared-Brecht even suggested the title "Welcoming the Crisis" ("Die Begrüßung der Krise"). 73 On the other side of the political spectrum the National Socialists saw the crisis as a necessary step toward the establishment of the Third Reich. At the beginning of 1927 Adolf Hitler explained that all negative developments and turbulences were reasons for National Socialists to be confident, because all failures of the current rulers were proofs of the "incapacity of their policies" and the "incorrectness of their fundamental ideas . . . and then there is more confidence resulting from the growth of our own movement." 74 Not only the National Socialists, but also all the proponents of a conservative revolution who wanted to overcome the democratic republic welcomed the signs of crisis as necessary indicators of a fundamental change. The best example of this longing for a crisis may be the journal Die Tat, which became more and more popular in the final years of the republic. 75 While the frequency of the term "crisis" increased in all journals over the course of the Weimar Republic, it became the dominant mode of conceptualizing the world in Die Tat under the editorial guidance of Hans Zehrer.
In 1923 when Zehrer was still an unknown journalist at the Vossische Zeitung, he published his first important article under the title "The Crisis of Parliamentarism." 76 From this first journalistic success onward, Zehrer used the notion of "crisis" in his political analyses again and again. After becoming the leading editor of Die Tat, he elaborated this rhetorical scheme in collaboration with Ferdinand Fried who was responsible for the articles on the economy. As early as October 1928 Zehrer ironically summarized the course of town-hall meetings that took place all over the country and that deplored the present state of politics or the economy. Not ridiculing the fact that the people diagnosed crises everywhere, he suggested that they still were in delusion about the real extent of the crisis: since the state and the economy were simultaneously in crisis, they could not help each other, and only an external solution was possible. 77 Even before the onset of the Great Depression, Die Tat constructed severe crises and wished for their intensification. In January 1929, Zehrer argued that his longing for a crisis was justified because it was sometimes necessary in essential matters to wish for "need" in order to create "necessity" and change, playing with the German expressions for need and necessity: "deshalb muß man den Mut haben, in entscheidenden Dingen manchmal die Not zu wollen, um an die Not-Wendigkeit zu gelangen." 78 Despite his efforts, Zehrer still had the impression in 1929 that only a few and not the right people acknowledged the crisis of parliamentarism, but this picture changed after the onset of the Great Depression. 79 "Krisis!," Horst Grüneberg asserted, was now the term that described the situation in all areas of culture. 80 And in 1930 Die Tat observed with a sense of relief that the "crisis" had become socially acceptable ("hoffähig") to larger audiences: "Suddenly everybody detects the crisis of which we have been talking here for years." 81 In Die Tat the rhetoric of crisis was not an intellectual reaction to economic turbulences or to actual problems of parliamentarism in the late Weimar Republic, but an already well-established frame of reference that was only confirmed by these developments, making it more plausible and attractive for growing audiences. This process, again, was observed by its editors. "In the past few months, for many people, the crisis has become almost overnight a reality that leaves no escapes." 82 Zehrer's constructions of crises, which he depicted more convincingly than most of his colleagues because he had been practicing this rhetorical scheme for years, became more plausible when the economic parameters worsened. Therefore, Die Tat became more successful once its articles resonated with the economic upheavals of the Great Depression.
As the above quotes show, extremist intellectuals and politicians on both sides of the political spectrum welcomed the crisis as an opportunity to overcome the existing order. In addition, they tried to deepen the sense of crisis by all means available to them. This was true also for the extremist parties that intensified the sense of a political crisis by their obstruction of parliamentary practice and their ridiculing and disparaging of republican symbols and rituals. 83 In addition, their paramilitary forces challenged the state-monopoly on legitimate violence and produced the very civil-war-like disorder that they themselves purported to be able to solve. 84 Hence the political extremists created the crisis not only in their propagandistic rhetorical strategies, but also by means of their political practices. Even though it would be an exaggeration to reduce the crisis of Weimar Germany to their writings and actions and treat it as a mere fabrication, their contribution to the production of the crisis cannot be denied. As Reinhart Koselleck has argued, it is futile to try to separate the real crisis from intellectual critique and to determine which was first and caused the other. Rather, we have to treat them as belonging together, analyzing their mutual intricate interconnections andone may add-their relation to the practical creation of crises. 85 Even though the discourses and sentiments of crisis were not products of the Great Depression, the economic problems that started in late 1929 made the established diagnoses of crises more plausible. Even liberal observers such as Felix Pinner acknowledged that in the face of the "disharmony of the capitalist system that has never appeared as strong as on this highest degree of technicalcapitalist perfection," it was not unreasonable for people to question if this was still a crisis "within the individual-capitalist system, or not rather a crisis of the individual-capitalist system" itself. 86 Similarly, to a growing number of intellectuals the manifold problems and disturbances of the parliamentary system appeared not as individual phenomena with individual solutions, but became condensed into one comprehensive crisis of parliamentarism that demanded fundamental alternatives. In his analysis of the crisis of parliamentarism as an existential threat, Wilhelm Medinger, the Sudeten-German senator in the Prague Parliament, argued that parliamentarism was not sick because it was attacked from the left and the right, but it was attacked because it was sick. 87 Hence, authoritarian models became more and more attractive not only in Germany, but also in other countries.
Despite the fact that the economic and political developments in the final years of the Weimar Republic enhanced the plausibility and attractivity of the notion of "crisis," the reference to these processes cannot explain the ubiquitous use of the term. At least, the economic bust and the political problems are not sufficient to explain the formation of the discourses about crises, and they cannot illuminate their interesting aspects and concrete structures. We cannot determine a causal chain for any of the above quoted diagnoses of crisis from the occurrence of certain phenomena in the external world-whether in the field of politics, economics, or society-toward an experience of these as critical, the formulation of a "crisis," and the development of certain reactions. Taking into consideration the intrinsically prognostic dimension of the concept, it becomes clear why this could not even be the case: the economic, political, and social developments were perceived from various standpoints, particularly in the light of different visions of the future that defined whether and how the present was experienced as a crisis. 88 With respect to the Great Depression, one must at least distinguish among socialist, nationalist, internationalist, and moral or spiritual understandings of the crisis. None of the economic indicators decided conclusively whether present developments were to be understood as the last great crisis before the final breakdown of capitalism, as the product of moral decay and secularization, as caused by the lack of an international economic order, or as a consequence of too much international integration of the economies. 89 These were very different diagnoses of crisis, all of which had high currency in different parts of the political spectrum. Their heterogeneity resulted from the differing normative ideals of historical development and visions of society, economy, and the state. Those visions, against which the present looked comparatively bleak, decided what was perceived as a crisis and which strategies of action were needed to overcome it. The same economic developments were used to justify socialization and the communist revolution, the establishment of national autarky, a community of European states, or moral and spiritual renewal. 90 Since the perceived crises were as different as the mental outlooks and the plans of action, we cannot point at the crisis of Weimar Germany to explain the visions or the activities.
Conclusion
Since crises are narrative structures that transform a complex world into a dramatic plot, it is tempting for historians to adopt historical diagnoses of crises to structure their own narratives. Yet, because of the narrative structure of crises, necessarily binding the notion to an observer, this procedure can easily lead to false conclusions. To begin with, as the considerations above have shown, contemporaries in Weimar Germany did not use "crisis" in the sense of deterioration or doom in which the term has often been used in historiography depicting Weimar as the prelude to National Socialism. By positioning themselves in a period of crisis, Weimar intellectuals and politicians conceptualized the present as a time of decision between two mutually exclusive, existential alternatives to motivate other people to bring about the desired option and prevent the undesired. Extremist political forces in particular saw crises everywhere and integrated them into one big, comprehensive crisis to justify their radical strategies of action. Their plans and actions, they were confident, would overcome the crisis which, in their highly optimistic schemes, was only a step toward fundamental betterment. Because of this instrumental use of "crisis" in Weimar political discourse, crises cannot be easily transferred into historical scholarship as causal factors that brought about social, political, or intellectual changes. Rather Weimar's crises should be understood as the products of the people who diagnosed them and not as factors that can be used in explanations of Weimar's collapse. In other words, historical analyses should not end by pointing at the crisis, but rather start from there.
This change of perspective can, in turn, contribute to a better understanding of Weimar political debates and culture. Even if it is too superficial simply to turn the diagnosed crises into the causes of the republic's destruction, the constructions of crises still were important factors in this respect. The obsession by contemporaries with the notion of "crisis" and the exclusive "either-or," as well as the concurring and ever more radical constructions of crises, contributed to the sense of a loss of options: increasingly, all political opportunities seemed to narrow to one basic alternative. Moreover, the notion of crisis raised the stakes in the political debates and increased their existential dimension. 91 The globalization and singularization of the crisis particularly changed the perception of politics from a recursive business in which decisions could be made and if false, corrected, to a conception of the present as a fateful time in which irreversible decisions had to be made that affected the whole world and all future generations. an exclusive "either-or," following what interests and pursuing what goals for the future? Which diagnoses were more successful than others, and why was that the case? In other words, we should neither treat historical diagnoses of crises as simple depictions of a dramatic past, nor adopt them into our own historical narratives. Rather, their contribution to the dramatization of the past has to be at the center of historiographical analysis.
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